Facts About Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder

P

ost-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is a disorder that can develop after exposure to a terrifying event or ordeal in which grave physical harm occurred or was threatened.  Traumatic events that can trigger PTSD include violent personal assaults such as rape or mugging, natural or human-caused disasters, accidents, or military combat.  PTSD can be extremely disabling.  Families of victims can also develop the disorder.

Fortunately, through research supported by the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) and the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), effective treatments have been developed to help people with PTSD.  Research is also helping scientists better understand the condition and how it affects the brain and the rest of the body.

What Are the Symptoms of PTSD?

Many people with PTSD repeatedly re-experience the ordeal in the form of flashback episodes, memories, nightmares, or frightening thoughts, especially when they are exposed to events or objects reminiscent of the trauma.  Anniversaries of the event can also trigger symptoms.  People with PTSD also experience emotional numbness and sleep disturbances, depression, anxiety, and irritability or outbursts of anger.  Feelings of intense guilt are also common.  Most people with PTSD try to avoid any reminders or thoughts of the ordeal.  PTSD is diagnosed when symptoms last more than one month.

How Common is PTSD?

About 30 percent of the men and women who have spent time in war zones experience PTSD.  Over 15% of all male Vietnam veterans and 8% of all female Vietnam veterans are currently diagnosed with PTSD.  PTSD has also been detected among veterans of the Persian Gulf War and the Iraq War.

When Does PTSD First Occur?

PTSD can develop at any age, including in childhood.  Symptoms typically begin within three months of a traumatic event, although occasionally they do not begin until years later.  Once PTSD occurs, the severity and duration of the illness varies.  Some people recover within six months, while others suffer much longer.

What Treatments Are Available for PTSD?

Research has demonstrated the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral therapy, group therapy, and exposure therapy, in which the patient gradually and repeatedly relives the frightening experience under controlled conditions to help him or her work through the trauma.  Studies have also shown that medications help ease associated symptoms of depression and anxiety and help promote sleep.  Scientists are attempting to determine which treatments work best for which type of trauma.

Do Other Illnesses Tend to Accompany PTSD?

Co-occurring depression, alcohol or other substance abuse, or another anxiety disorder are not uncommon.  The likelihood of treatment success is increased when these other conditions are appropriately identified and treated as well.

Who Is Most Likely to Develop PTSD?

People who have suffered abuse as children or who have had other previous traumatic experiences are more likely to develop the disorder.  Research is continuing to pinpoint other factors that may lead to PTSD.

What Are Scientists Learning From Research?

NIMH and the VA sponsor a wide range of basic, clinical, and genetic studies of PTSD.  In addition, NIMH has a special funding mechanism, called RAPID Grants, that allows researchers to immediately visit the scenes of disasters, such as plane crashes or floods and hurricanes, to study the acute effects of the event and the effectiveness of early intervention.
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